THE    GREAT   TUDORS
the competitor, and those who designed to get rid of
Elizabeth designed almost inevitably to set Mary in her
place. So it was that Walsingham was particularly curious
about Mary's channels of information with her friends. It
was obviously the place to look for important revelations.
Furthermore he believed that Mary's presence in England,
indeed her presence on earth, constituted one of the greatest
menaces that faced Protestant England.
" So long as that devilish woman lives/' he wrote to
Leicester fifteen years before her death, " neither her
Majesty must make account to continue in quiet
possession of her crown, nor her faithful servants assure
themselves of safety of their lives/5
But the problem was to get rid of her. England at large
was agreed that she should be got rid of. The obstacle was
Elizabeth herself, who could not be induced to take the
final necessary step against a sister sovereign. Imprison-
ment, yes, close imprisonment, perhaps, but trial and
execution, no. The precedent was too dangerous a one.
Elizabeth perhaps remembered how close a call she herself
had had during her sister's reign. Walsingham's problem,
therefore, was not only to secure information about con-
spiracy from Mary's correspondence but also if possible to
secure conclusive proof that she herself was an active con-
spirator. The temptation was strong to manufacture
evidence and he has been charged with having done so, but
the proof of this is not convincing. Mary had every in-
centive to plot for her own release and the destruction of her
rival and a very good will to do so. Given the opportunity,
the plot almost inevitably followed. A group of hare-
brained young Catholics supplied the plot; a carefully
supervised channel of communication enabled Mary, as
she thought with safety, to confer her blessing upon it. In
due season the trap was sprung and the catch laid before
Elizabeth's eyes. She was convinced. Mary was brought
to her trial. Her condemnation was a foregone conclusion;
England had condemned her fourteen years before. If the
evidence in the particular case had been far less conclusive
than it was the result would have been the same. But the
conventions had to be maintained, though there were those
who thought it would have been more discreet to have had
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